Hastening the demise of many high street bookshops is the tendency for customers to browse in them, and then buy on the Internet at a lower price. Perhaps this is more of a trend, a further diversification of the book trade, rather than a death rattle? Browsing had, after all, long been the hallmark of good bookshops like Blackwell's, and it was accepted that customers will browse, copy out requisite information and then return the book to the shelf or leave it on the coffee bar table, just as they now try Google for a quick, and effortless, answer. And booksellers themselves have long been unofficial research assistants. It was this propensity that caused Merton Fellow Hugh Dyson to dub Blackwell's "one of the better colleges." In short Blackwell's was doing what Google and Internet bookshops now do, long before they were dreamt of. But just how serious a threat do these new kids on the block pose? Malthusian prophets of doom, who see no future for physical bookshops, are missing vital clues. Bookshops are still sources of unlimited free information; the very atmosphere breathed by customers lightens their day and provides them with social contact, if they want it. Doubting Thomases would do well to "observe the sheer delight of booklovers who, dropping into a bookshop, pick up a book that takes their fancy, pay for it and carry it off under their arm." 3 Sir Basil was writing this some forty years ago, but current booksellers are echoing his sentiments.
In a recent article in The Guardian, Tim Waterstone describes physical bookshops as "lovely, tactile, friendly, expert, welcoming places … (where) physical books can be seen and handled." Added to which, he argues, it is in physical bookshops "that new authors (and publishers) build their customer base."
4 Benjamin Henry Blackwell, who opened the Broad Street shop in 1879, had known this from the start. Publishing works by new writers "unknown to fame," he established Blackwell's as the first port of call for new authors who were at the same time his customers (readers). 5 When Sir Basil took over from his father he too saw the umbilical-like dependence of authors, publishers and readers on the bookshop. But he also knew instinctively that the bookshop had no independent life without its authors, publishers, and readers. They were in what Sir Basil termed a "cultural partnership": between them "they make a bookshop a place of intellectual exchange in a sense which no school or college or public library can." Digging deeper Sir Basil invoked Emerson's: "Tis a good reader who makes a book," capping him with "tis the good reader (bookman) who makes the good bookshop." Sir Basil may be wrong about modern libraries and "schools," but is he right in thinking that good bookmen will go on making good bookshops? Will they go on buying books in physical bookshops? Will they forego the sensual pleasure enjoyed there: the feel of the paper, the smell of the ink, the visual excitement of new dust-jackets, the comfort of finding old friends in new editions? Has the bookman/reader/customer changed from the one Sir Basil Blackwell had known?
Just who was the "good bookman" and what was the nature of his relationship with the physical book? In an essay written in 1945, Sir Basil attempts some definitions and explores the importance of the book for the reader and writer. 6 Like Milton, Sir Basil believed that books were not absolutely dead things, but "do contain a potency of life in them to be as active as that soul whose progeny they are; nay, they do preserve as in a vial the purest efficacy and extraction of that living intellect that bred them." The reader, Sir Basil explains, reads because books are living things: they confirm his own story, as well as that of everyman. Despite his abomination of books that corrupt, Sir Basil defended the right of booksellers to sell them. He tells of a certain bookshop in London that sold pornographic books in brown paper covers. Kept under the counter, they had to be asked for in a hugger-mugger way. We, at Blackwell's, he insisted, do not intend to practice this subterfuge. Sir Basil looked to Milton for support for his view. In his 1664 Tract Areopagitica, Milton argued forcefully against the Licensing Order of 1643. Looking to earlier Greek and Roman traditions, he noted that censorship had never been a part of the classical tradition. Sir Basil too looks to his classical education for an answer to his conundrum: how to oppose censorship while not corrupting the "living intellect" of the book and the mind of the reader. "The truth," he asserts, is that all power is two-edged. 
BUYER'S GUIDE
Charles Forbes René de Montalember -"the historian betraying the reader"; Lytton Strachey "and his biographie de valet which is a literary distortion"; Trelawny in Recollections of the Last Days of Shelley and Byron "who misconstrues a case of Achilles Tendon as 'the feet and legs of a sylvan satyr'"; W. H. Hudson "as a nature writer who has a tendency to fictionalise"; St. Luke, poet, socialist, lover of parables and paradoxes writing in Greek, who has his own "imaginative" versions of New Testament stories. Going down this line of inquiry, Sir Basil finds himself "beginning to understand why the earliest Christians may have chosen to rely on the oral tradition." Given then the fallibility of the writer, is it the reader who must discriminate? But how, asks Sir Basil, can the reader discriminate when he is surrounded by traps, stumbling blocks, and confusion? Once more we face the question: Is our faith in books fallacious? How have they betrayed us… or have we betrayed them? If we have betrayed books then how far are we culpable?
Although the potency for confusion is common enough in the literature of all ages, "for the most part the potency for good prevails," Sir Basil explains. What then happens to books: to readers, writers, publishers and booksellers in a Ages exhibition in the Bodleian, can be viewed in any part of the world or any place where it is possible to go online. The ever-widening accessibility of books, in all forms, has ensured not just the survival but the exponential growth of Sir Basil's species: the "Good Bookman."
So we arrive back at the beginning, trying to answer the question: will readers ensure the survival of the physical bookshop, or have they become Internet and eBook junkies? The answer must be that the reader is a reader is a reader and will read books in any form possible. The physical bookshop no longer has a monopoly over the supply of books, but indeed it never did: Sir Basil and his father were continually bugged by the postal book clubs and other "contrivances" for price cutting and circumnavigating shops. A famous example (1934) 
